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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Purpose of the Study
The practice o f ability grouping, sometimes known as tracking, has received much
study and criticism throughout the past three decades. This practice has been described as
“cruel” and damaging to the self-esteem o f those students placed in the lower ability
groups (Black, 1993). In spite o f the criticism, however, ability grouping remains a
prominent practice, even a “universal characteristic” o f public education (Nevi, 1987).
Furthermore, there is no strong movement to remove ability grouping from the schools
(Segro, 1995).
Researchers have determined several reasons for the continuation o f the grouping
o f students. First, state and federal agencies mandate that students be grouped in order
for schools to receive specially allocated funding for students such as the learning disabled
or gifted (Nevi, 1987). Secondly, homogeneous groups are easier for teachers to teach
(Ricco, 1985). A third reason for the perpetuation o f ability grouping is the belief that
students with similar interests and abilities learn more effectively when they are placed
together within the same classroom (Kilgore, 1991). Finally, grouping is a result o f the
belief that schools must accommodate individual differences and prepare students for the
workforce or for further education, whichever best suits the individual student (Selvin,
Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, & Schoeff, 1990)
Although there has been a great quantity o f research on ability grouping and
tracking, the actual process o f determining students’ placements within this framework has
received far less attention (Gamoran, 1992). Alexander, Cook, and McDill (1978) assert
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that “little has been learned o f the mechanisms o f curriculum sorting beyond the
documentation o f important social background and demographic differences in track
placement” (p. 48). The placement process is seldom clearly defined or carried out and
may vary among schools within the same districts and even among departments within the
same schools (Ricco, 1985; Garet & DeLany, 1988). Goodlad (see Hallinan, 1987)
explains this inconsistency by asserting that this variability is the schools’ method o f trying
to cope with the individual differences among students.
Whatever the justification, it is not possible to say that student placement is
accurate, appropriate, or fair (Oakes, 1985). The “processing o f clients”(DeLany, 1991)
has become more important than ensuring adequate attention to students’ placements.
The ambiguity in the definition o f a track and the ambivalence in what constitutes a
“college prep,” “honors,” or “general” program make accurate placement a difficult, if not
impossible, task. Placement error is possible; researchers admit there is “considerable
slippage” (Alexander, Cook, & McDill, 1978) in the process o f sorting students into
classes. Jones, VanFossen, and Spade (1987) assert that with only one exception, one
would guess a student’s track placement incorrectly fifty percent o f the time even if the
student’s ability level were known.
The placement process contains both formal and informal rules and procedures.
Research indicates that high school placement decisions tend to rely on limited information
(Dentzer & Wheelock, 1990). Inaccurate and incomplete information contributes to
errors in student placement and leads to arbitrary tracking practices (Kilgore, 1991). It is
this arbitrariness that needs to be eliminated if student placement is to be accurate and
beneficial
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This writer and several o f her colleagues have experienced the frustration o f trying
to determine student placement. They have experienced confusion at the lack o f
established criteria to help guide a teacher in making this important and influential
decision. Therefore, the writer surveyed teachers in four suburban districts about the
factors and criteria that impact student placement within a homogeneous classroom
setting.
Problem Statement
The purpose o f this study was to analyze the factors teachers employ when
assigning high school English students into homogeneous classes.
Research Questions.
1. Do districts set forth well-defined criteria for assigning student placement?
2. Are teachers confident in their recommendations o f student placements?
3. What are the criteria relied upon for determining student placement?
4. Who should determine where students are placed in “tracked” classes?
Assumptions
The researcher assumed that the questionnaire designed and administered to the
subjects was a reliable instrument. The researcher further assumed that the subjects would
answer all questions honestly.
Limitations
The researcher recognized that there would be limitations to this study. First, the
sample size was relatively small and thus increased the likelihood o f measurement error.
Secondly, there could be a difference in the interpretation o f terms— such as tracking or
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ability grouping— used in the questionnaire that may have resulted in inaccurate reporting
by the subjects and the researcher.
Definition o f Terms
Ability Grouping. Ability grouping is the practice o f dividing students for
instruction according to their purported capacities for learning (Gamoran, 1995).
Criterion-referenced Test. A criterion-referenced test does not allow for
comparison among student scores, but rather relates to specific criterion or objectives and
demonstrates how well a student understands these criterion (Isaac, 1995).
Norm-referenced Test. A norm-referenced test is a test which allows for
comparison among students’ scores (Isaac, 1995).
Tracking. This term is an artificial construct used to describe a pattern or
structure within a school (Gamoran, 1992).

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE

The techniques employed for the placement o f students vary across American
school districts. Little is known about the process o f enrolling students and even less is
know about “the tangible and intangible factors that influence” (Selvin, Oakes, Hare,
Ramsey, & Schoeff, 1990, p. 8) the process. Placements seem to be done on a subject-by
-subject basis and are often decided within a specific department (Gamoran, 1992). The
courses offered and the assignment o f students evolves from a mixture o f attempting to
match talent and opportunity, structural characteristics o f the school, and political moves
by parents (Oakes & Guiton, 1995). Therefore, students are often placed based on factors
that have little or no connection to their performance or potential.
There are multiple factors that influence student placement in a homogeneously
grouped class. The most controversial o f these is the socio-economic status (SES) o f the
student. Multiple researchers have concluded that students’ backgrounds are closely
related to their track placements (Finley, 1984; Jones, VanFossen, & Spade, 1987).
Oakes (1995) suggests that this connection is a result o f educators’ perceptions about the
academic motivation and ability o f members o f specific races or social classes. She claims
that background characteristics are “signals o f ability” that may influence the school’s
placement decisions and the number o f places open in the higher tracked classes.
Furthermore, Cicourel and Kitsuse (1963) reported that counselors evaluated
student test scores differently based on the income o f the student’s family. They found
that low income students with low test scores were placed in low track classes while
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middle income students with low test scores were placed in the middle track. Jones,
VanFossen, and Spade (1987) reported similar results. They found that low ability
students were placed in low tracks regardless o f SES, but middle ability students with high
SES were more likely to be placed in a higher academic track.
Most educators explain the correlation between social class and track placement in
terms o f group differences in support, motivation, and interest (Oakes & Guiton, 1995).
These educators argue that higher tracked classes would be open to any student willing to
work and put forth the effort needed to succeed. They believe that many o f the students
in the lower tracks are there because they are lazy, not because o f any socio-economic
bias. Although much o f the research suggests that socio-economic status is an indicator
o f track placement, in and o f itself it is certainly not the only factor involved in student
placement.
Alexander, Cook, and McDill (1978) assert that although SES characteristics do
impact curriculum enrollment, they do so “almost exclusively through their influence upon
achievements, goals, and encouragements by others in junior high school” (p. 62). Many
researchers conclude that it is ability rather than SES that is the stronger determinant in
placing students (Garet & DeLany, 1988). Yet, Rehberg and Rosenthal (1978) noted that
placement is not strongly correlated with either SES or ability. Therefore, there must be
other factors that influence where students are placed.
A second factor that influences student placement is the organizational constraints
placed on the schools. Each school faces several constraints that limit its abilities to enroll
students in the classes for which they are best suited or in which they have an interest
(Oakes & Guiton, 1995). Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, and Schoeff (1990) explain that
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the belief that schools offer a variety o f courses and that students and parents “simply
choose” the ones they want is unrealistic. Schools appear to design course offerings and
attempt to place students as adequately as they can within the confines o f the structures
imposed upon them by tradition or policy (Oakes, Selvin, Karoly, & Guiton, 1995).
One o f the forces imposing these constraints on the schools is the state. Changing
the courses required for graduation from high school affects the kinds and numbers o f
classes the schools can offer (DeLany, 1991). In addition to the graduation requirements,
the curriculum framework, proficiency exams, university admission requirements, and
“accountability systems” guided schools to direct students toward more “rigorous
academic courses”(Oakes & Guiton, 1995, p. 23). This move toward an “academically”
oriented curriculum has resulted in the virtual elimination o f the vocational track in many
high schools (Oakes & Guiton, 1995).
The rules, procedures, and practices o f the schools themselves can also limit the
options available for curriculum placement. According to John Chubb o f the Brookings
Institute, student placements are not “simply a function o f student ability” (p. 47), but are
largely influenced by the policy o f the school (Dentzer & Wheelock, 1990). Mission
statements and pressures to conform to these goals may hinder efforts to make effective
matches between students and courses ( Oakes, Selvin, Karoly, & Guiton, 1995).
Furthermore, the schools must determine what courses to offer and who will be allowed
access to them (DeLany, 1991). Most schools prefer to offer the traditionally expected
academic, vocational, and general level programs; however, vocational programs tend to
require significant funding and are often cut as a result o f budget limitations (Kilgore,
1991).
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The composition o f the student body acts to further dictate student placement.
The number o f students in the building who require an academic placement impacts which
students have access to given classes. In a 1988 study, Garet and DeLany concluded that
schools composed o f students with higher SES backgrounds were much more likely to
face a demand for more academic classes than those schools composed o f students with
lower SES backgrounds (Kilgore, 1991). Garet and DeLany (1988) contend that the
students’ likelihood o f being placed in a specific class depends on the number o f positions
available within the curriculum. A study conducted in the 1980’s concluded students have
a better chance o f enrolling in a college prep program in a school that had a higher number
o f positions reserved for this track (Gamoran, 1992). If all other factors are equal,
students’ chances o f placing in the higher level tracks increase when the average student
SES background and achievement are lower (Gamoran, 1992).
In addition to student composition, class size restrictions lend to the constraints
faced by counselors trying to place students. Teacher contracts usually determine the
maximum number o f students permitted to take a class during a given period (Kilgore,
1991). The school frequently sets a minimum number that must take a class in order for it
to be offered to the students (Kilgore, 1991). Therefore, counselors are forced to adhere
to the numbers game which is not necessarily in the best interest for all o f the students
needing placement. Some teachers believe that students are enrolled in a class not because
it is where they belong, but because there is room available for them (Selvin, Oakes, Hare,
Ramsey, Schoeff, 1990). Furthermore, the need to maintain the minimum class enrollment
leads school staff to “abandon prerequisites, to combine introductory and advanced
sections, and to retain disruptive students” (Oakes & Guiton, 1995, p. 25).
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The number o f students assigned to individual counselors further complicates
placement decisions. Couselors tend to be responsible for too many students in order to
be able to spend adequate time studying proper placements. This large student load
combined with parental demands o f college-bound students and the personal and academic
problems o f various other students take time away from ensuring ‘Tair and appropriate
placements” (Oakes, Selvin, Karoly, & Guiton, 1995, p. 22). When faced with a lack o f
information about the student, counselors tend to be cautious and place students in a
lower track (Dentzer & Wheelock, 1990). Problems exist even after initial student
assignments have been made; the high number o f students requesting schedule changes,
particularly at the beginning o f the year, prohibits counselors from researching student
plans, prior courses, or background (DeLany, 1991).
A final organizational constraint faced by the schools is an unstable environment.
Demographic shifts, decreasing enrollments, and declining resources limit curricular
options o f schools (Oakes and Guiton, 1995). Changes in the student populations, such as
an increase in the number o f English as second language students, forces a change in the
types o f classes that must offered (DeLany, 1991). In addition to a change in the student
population, teacher turnover also impacts student placement. The loss o f one teacher may
affect as many as 150 different students (DeLany, 1991).
A third factor that influences student placement is the perceptions, actions, and
decisions o f the faculty (Cicourel & Kitsuse, 1963). The faculty members’ perceptions o f
what students need vary from school to school. The emphasis o f various aspects o f the
curriculum impacts the assignment o f students (Jones, VanFossen, & Spade, 1987).
Research has shown there is little evidence that teachers feel high school courses can or
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even should try to increase their students’ expectations or intellectual abilities (Oakes &
Guiton, 1995).

Schools with higher expectations for students lead to more inclusive

tracking thus leading to more opportunity for a greater number (Kilgore, 1991).
Davis and Haller in a 1981 study reported that teachers actually “recruit” students
into various placements (Kilgore, 1991). The perceptions o f teachers about the ability and
motivation o f students impact the students’ access to the curriculum (Oakes, 1985).
Educators say placement is the result o f student choice, motivation, and previous school
success; they justify differences in placement as resulting from fair competition and student
selection (Oakes & Guiton, 1995). However, teachers’ perceptions still have a powerful
role in assignment decisions. If there is a discrepancy between student test scores and
teacher recommendations, the teacher recommendation tends to overshadow the testing
results (Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, & Schoeff, 1990). Furthermore, students who are
viewed as being disruptive or who do not display compliant behavior are often transferred
into lower track classes (Finley, 1984).
Differences in student assignments often result from assumptions by faculty
members regarding which o f the students are college bound and which are not; these
students are placed by what “seems most appropriate” for their futures (Oakes, 1985).
Research shows that 35% o f sophomores who wanted to attend college are not in an
academic track (Kilgore, 1991). Therefore, there is a discrepancy between student and
teacher predictions o f the student’s future. Some counselors see themselves as
gatekeepers; they direct students into classes that may not actually prepare them for
college if the counselor feels the student goal exceeds the ability o f the student (Kilgore,
1991). Dentzer & Wheelock (1990) claim the placement o f a student in the freshman year
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o f high school is an indicator o f a “school’s willingness to encourage students to take
academic courses, their belief that all students deserve access to knowledge, and their
commitment to adopting practices that will help all students succeed” (p. 47). Therefore,
faculty perceptions really do impact the possibilities for students.
Another factor that influences student placement is a student’s junior high history.
High school placement actually begins before students reach high school, and various case
studies have demonstrated the importance of students’ records prior to high school in
terms o f their high school placement (Gamoran, 1992). A 1988 study by Moore and
Davenport concluded that participation in a given track in elementary or junior high school
was often a prerequisite for participation in a desired class at the secondary level
(Gamoran, 1992). In fact, average students who were not placed in a higher track level in
the eighth grade have less than a 4% chance o f being granted access to an honors class at
the freshman level (Gamoran, 1992). These junior high evaluations may focus on the
quality o f student work, student study habits, special aptitudes, or proficiency test results
(Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, Schoeff, 1990). Although one might believe that moving
to the secondary school would be a logical time for reevaluation o f student placement,
student assignment is actually rather dependent on judgments made earlier in the students’
careers (Gamoran, 1992).
One final factor that may influence student placement is gender. This factor is
debated by researchers and conflicting results have been reported. Alexander and McDill
(1976) reported that being a female from a large family hurt a student’s chances for
placement in a college prep course track. Garet and DeLany (1988) also assert that boys
are more likely to be in the higher tracked program. However, a more recent study
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indicates the opposite: Oakes, Selvin, Karoly, and Guiton (1995) claim that girls, not
boys, are more likely to be in the college prep track. Therefore, the contribution o f the
gender factor is still open to debate.
All o f the above factors have some influence over student placement. Hallinan
(1987) asserts that is not school resources nor composition nor social origins and student
background that determine learning; rather the schools are effective only to the extent that
they make “appropriate decisions governing the school curriculum, the organizational
differentiation o f students for instruction, and the nature o f the school environment” (p.
11). Thus, the above factors alone do not determine placement; there must be other
influences as well.
One of the other influences may be who determines the students’ placements.
Some schools allow students themselves to decide which classes they will take.
Theoretically, it is the student’s right to choose either college or non-college curriculum
regardless o f his or her past achievements, social background, or capability. The school is
“committed to honor” (Circourel & Kitsuse, 1963) the decision and provide the means for
the student to accomplish his or her g o a l. In recent years, student control over placement
has become more common (Kilgore, 1991). Studies have shown that when choosing their
own tracks, students do not place themselves where school officials would have placed
them (Jones, VanFossen, & Spade, 1987). Students tend to base their course selections
on the advice o f peers, their prior course history, the advice o f teachers and counselors,
their own background characteristics, and the advice o f their parents (Hallinan, 1987).
Student self-placement does have some disadvantages. Kilgore (1991) argues that
students often lack the necessary information to make informed choices about their
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placement. She also asserts that the influences o f their peers may not be in the students’
best academic interests. Studies by Woods and McNeil report that students “seek to
minimize academic effort” (Kilgore, 1991, p. 193) without the proper adult guidance. So,
while student choice may appear to be a positive force in placement, it may “instead be an
inadvertent mechanism by which the status-quo is perpetuated with little or no dissent
from either those for whom it is most advantageous or those most disadvantaged by it”
(Jones, VanFossen, & Spade, 1987, p. 30).
Some schools allow parents to determine their students’ placements. Many schools
conduct parent meetings and distribute packets about scheduling (Selvin, Oakes, Hare,
Ramsey, Schoeff, 1990). Many parents play an active role in their child’s scheduling;
middle and upper class parents who have time, resources, and greater exposure to cultural
activities equivalent or higher than school faculty are often able to manipulate the system
to suit the interests and needs o f their children (DeLany, 1991). Lower income parents
are more likely to leave their child’s placement decisions to the “professionals” (DeLany,
1991, p. 184). Schools often accommodate parents who want their children placed in a
higher tracked class if parents are willing to sign a waiver relieving the school o f
responsibility should their children struggle in the class (Oakes & Guiton, 1995).
Although schools generally concede to the wishes o f the parents, interviews and studies
have shown that only a few parents exercise this power (Gamoran, 1992).
Many schools rely on teachers to determine students’ placements. A large number
o f teachers feel uncertain about tracking practices in general and may have difficulties
deciding on the proper class in which to place students (Oakes & Guiton, 1995). Other
teachers see themselves as quality control inspectors where they must present information
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to students, assess the students’ aptitudes, and then promote student success by placing
them appropriately (DuFour, 1995). In spite o f teacher concerns, there are advantages to
relying on teachers to determine proper placements. Teachers have access to student
records and test scores and can use this information to help make an informed decision
(Kilgore, 1991). Teachers also have had the opportunity o f observing the student
throughout the school year and can make judgments based on these observations in
conjunction with the student record and test scores (Kilgore, 1991). Finally, teachers have
had a chance to learn about the students’ interests and future goals and can consider these
when deciding on proper curriculum placements (Kigore, 1991). Since many teachers are
uncomfortable making decisions regarding student placement, some schools hire
specialists to complete this task. In a 1973 study, Perrow found that if there is uncertainty
regarding a student’s placement, there should be a delegated authority to assign track
placement (Kilgore, 1991).
The school administrators or guidance counselors may also determine students’
placements. Although students are permitted to contribute to the decisions made
regarding their placements, Jones, VanFossen, and Spade (1987) report that the placement
is actually determined more by the school than by the individual student. Similarly,
parents are often allowed input into their child’s placement, but these choices are not “free
o f influence” (Oakes, 1985); the school guides these decisions. Schools assign placement
based on various “cognitive and non-cognitive characteristics”(DeLany, 1991, p. 183) that
students or parents may or may not consider important in placement. This basis for
placement is usually determined by the principal and the school faculty, and students are
rarely given complete freedom to select their assignments (Hallinan, 1987). School
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officials are often more reluctant to assign students to the extreme end o f the curriculum
spectrum than were the students (Jones, VanFossen, & Spade, 1987). Therefore, most
students find themselves in the “average” track.
There are many people who have an influence in determining a students’
placement in school: students, parents, teachers, specialists, administrators, and
counselors. However, most schools use input from a variety o f people. The matching of
students and courses results from a “dual-choice process” (DeLany, 1991) that involves
both the individual student and the school organization.
Once it has been determined who will decide the placement o f students, criteria for
guiding selections must be established. If the criteria are unclear and inconsistently
applied, selection procedures may hinder some students from increasing their academic
standings or acquiring college entrance prerequisites (Circourel & Kitsuse, 1963). There
seems to be both objective and subjective criteria for placing students. However, Ricco
(1985) argues that groupings should be based on “non-discriminatory, objective
standards”(p. 29) that relate directly to the stated purpose o f the curriculum.
Furthermore, the criteria need to be relevant to what students are expected to accomplish
(Oakes, 1985). Slavin asserts students should be placed according to the progress they
demonstrate on the specific skills within the curriculum, not according to IQ tests or prior
achievement (Black, 1993).
In many school districts, there is not a concentrated effort to determine the skills
necessary for student success in the class or if the students have these skills (Dufour &
Schwartz, 1990). In fact, many distripts do not have any formal criteria for guiding
student placement, and, if policies are in existence, often they are not carefully or
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consistently followed (Ricco, 1985). Schools tend to rely on a combination o f teacher
recommendations, test scores, and previous course work; however, the importance o f
each aspect varies by district (Gamoran, 1992). The three most popular criteria are IQ
tests, achievement tests, and teacher recommendations. Problems with placement occur
when these results are inconsistent (Cicourel & Kitsuse, 1963).
The most widely used criterion for student placement is ability. The perception o f
school faculty is that ability and past achievement are appropriate indicators o f students’
future experiences (Oakes, 1985). However, there is no “absolute level o f ability”(Jones,
VanFossen, & Spade, 1987, p. 34) needed to acquire access to specific classes across
different districts. In addition, ability is not a perfect indication o f proper placement.
Researchers have proven that there is “substantial misplacement” (Jones, VanFossen &
Spade, 1987) at all levels o f recorded student ability. Thus, another criterion must be used
in determining placement o f a placement is to be appropriate.
Another popular placement criterion is student achievement. Transcript analysis
has shown a strong correlation between measured student achievement and course
placement (Oakes & Guiton, 1995). Achievement is often measured by student test scores
on classroom tests and grades earned during the junior high school career (Hallinan, 1987;
Gamoran, 1992). Yet once again, prior achievement is not solely responsible for student
placement (Kilgore, 1991). Although ability, achievement, and educational goals are
major determinants in high school placement, “over 60% o f the variance in placement is
left unexplained by these factors” (Alexander, Cook, & McDill, 1978, p. 64).
Norm-referenced test scores also act as significant criterion for student placement.
The first type o f test frequently used is the standardized achievement test (Hallinan, 1987).
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This type o f testing has received much criticism by researchers. One o f the biggest
complaints against this type o f test is that the questions are culturally biased. Alexander,
Cook, and McDill (1978) argue that the reason there are fewer black students enrolled in
college prep classes is a result o f lower test scores. Questions exist as to the validity o f
test scores as a placement criterion (Ricco, 1985).

Dentzer and Wheelock (1990) warn

that any placement based primarily on standardized test scores is “questionable.” They
argue that though these scores may be useful when used in conjunction with other criteria,
the tests are not designed as selection tools for class placement. Segro (1995) cites a
1988 study by Lake which contends that test scores do not take student interests, learning
styles, or emotional needs and how these factors influence performance into account.
They do not reveal the student’s curiosity, motivation, enthusiasm for the subject, or
observation, listening, and problem solving skills (Dentzer & Wheelock, 1990). In
addition, differences that may appear significant according to the test may be minor “given
the universe o f knowledge or a skill a test purports to measure” (Oakes, 1985, p. 10).
DuFour and Schwartz (1990) report that in spite o f the disadvantages presented by the
research, placements by some schools are still primarily based on these normed tests that
have little relationship to the school’s curriculum. In an effort to eliminate this lack o f
relevance, Ricco (1985) proposes using criterion based test scores instead. Although
these scores would not allow for comparison among students, they would provide a basis
for evaluating students’ strengths, weaknesses, and growth.
A second popular test is the IQ test. Like the standardized test, IQ tests have also
been strongly criticized. There are doubts as to whether or not these tests can measure a
student’s aptitude (Ricco, 1985). Furthermore, the tests are not “infallible because they
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test only the narrow ranges o f ability that lend themselves to standard” (Ricco, 1985, p.
27) teaching methods. Similar to standardized tests, IQ tests have been standardized for
the “normative population,” thus resulting in a possible cultural bias (Ricco, 1985). Since
the tests are not “culture free” (Ricco, 1985, p. 27), they measure present ability, not
student potential. While test scores used as supplements to other criteria may be
beneficial to placement determination, reliance on test scores alone may result in incorrect
placements for students.
A third criterion for student placement is the teacher recommendation, often used
when there is a discrepancy among test scores (Gamoran, 1992). As stated previously,
high school track assignment actually begins at the junior high level and is heavily
influenced by the recommendations o f junior high teachers (Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey,
Schoeff, 1990). Studies indicate that placement in higher ability classes often depend
upon teachers’ reporting the display o f “acceptable behaviors” by the students (Ricco,
1985). Teacher evaluations often comment on the students’ maturity and seriousness o f
purpose (Hallinan, 1987) that may influence track placement. The eighth grade teachers’
recommendations are seldom reevaluated throughout the students’ high school careers and
thus may influence a student’s entire curricular opportunities (Oakes & Guiton, 1995).
There is little concrete evidence about how teachers arrive at their recommendations or
the factors which contribute to the teachers’ judgments (Oakes, 1985). Therefore, it is
impossible to say whether or not these recommendations are any more “accurate or fair”
(Oakes, 1985, p. 12) than the results reported on standardized or IQ tests.
The goal for tracking, then, is to provide fair and accurate placements for students
which will best allow them to learn. Although critics and proponents have never stated a
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definition for what “good tracking” is, the United States court system has issued a decree
on what it is not. A ruling in Hobson v. Hobson states, “[T racking is inappropriate and
unlawful when it limits educational opportunities for certain students on the assumption
that they are capable of no more” (Nevi, 1987, p. 26). Thus, it is necessary for districts to
recognize characteristics o f an effective placement system so that they do not violate the
decision o f the courts or, more importantly, the rights o f the students.
The first characteristic of an effective placement system is placing students
according to demonstrated proficiencies (DuFour, 1995). This requires the elimination o f
artificial caps and quotas on the numbers o f students allowed access to specific courses
(DuFour, 1995). Instead, schools must determine the “knowledge and skills . . . essential
to student success” (DuFour, 1995, p. 34) in the various classes, assess student
proficiencies in these areas, and help students achieve these skills. Finally, student special
needs and abilities should be recognized and taken into consideration when placing them
into their assigned courses (Nevi, 1987).
Another characteristic o f an effective student placement system is exposing
students o f equal ability to the same curricula. Under an effective system, students o f
equal ability and performance would never be assigned to different course levels
(Alexander, Cook, & McDill, 1978). However, in many schools, two students o f equal
ability, motivation, and past performance “can be, and often are, assigned to different
curricula” (Alexander, Cook, McDill, 1978, p. 65). This trend needs to be addressed and
eliminated if student placements are to be fair, consistent, and accurate.
A third characteristic o f an effective student placement system is that the school
sets a high level of expectations for students o f all ability levels. Nevi (1987) contends

20

that tracking is appropriate only when expectations are equal and low level tracking is
used only to “provide remediation and to upgrade” ( p. 26) those students to the next level
o f course work. Furthermore, all levels should seek to provide high status knowledge
defined as “the combination o f skills, experiences, attitudes, and academic content needed
to create an informed and productive member o f society” (Nevi, 1987, p. 26). Nevi
further asserts that tracking is not appropriate when the lower levels are designed to
provide an alternative curriculum base that does not promote high status knowledge. In
an ideal system, no student’s potential would be limited by the expectations set by the
school (Alexander, Cook, & McDill, 1978).
A final characteristic o f an effective student placement system is the belief that
assignments to ability groups are temporary and should be reevaluated and adjusted often
(Ricco, 1985). Kelly (1963) asserts that rigidity does not belong as a characteristic o f any
grouping system. DuFour (1995) urges schools to provide summer classes designed to
help students acquire the skills and proficiencies they lack and then to let students retest
for entrance to higher level classes. Through this structure, students would be guaranteed
review o f their performance and skills and, therefore, o f their placements.
Currently, many schools offer students few opportunities to change their “tracked”
position. The opportunity exists in theory, but it is actually difficult to accomplish
(DuFour & Schwartz, 1990). One reason for this is that faculty members perceive student
ability as being fixed by the time students reach high school; therefore, there is little or no
mobility (Oakes & Guiton, 1995). Research indicates that no school administration
estimates greater than a 30% change among track levels (Oakes, 1985). Once students
receive their initial placements they remain there throughout their careers. Some students
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feel that in spite o f their efforts and successes, they are placed in the same level classes or
lower the following academic year (Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, & Schoeff, 1990). Any
track movement that does take place tends to be toward a lower level rather than a more
academic one (Oakes & Guiton, 1995; DuFour, 1995).
Movement between tracks is more likely to occur if the initial student placement is
incorrect (Selvin , Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, & Schoeff, 1990). Movement may also occur if
there is pressure from teachers, parents, or the students. If students are struggling with a
class, teachers tend to recommend a movement to a lower ability level (DuFour, 1995).
Parents can insist their children be switched to a different track level and counselors will
usually approve the move as long as the parents sign a waiver releasing the school o f any
responsibility if the children struggle in the new class (Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, &
Schoeff, 1990). However, teachers report that there is minimal parental effort to move
students out o f the lower track classes (Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, & Schoeff, 1990).
One final factor that may result in track movement is student behavior. Students who the
teachers view as disruptive are sometimes moved into lower tracked or vocational classes
(Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, & Schoeff, 1990).
There are five common reasons why movement between track levels is not
common. The first is that some teachers feel their placement decisions are accurate and
there is no need for change (Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, & Schoeff, 1990). The second
is that the pace o f the various tracks makes it difficult for students to shift because those in
the lower courses are not prepared for classes which require higher aptitudes or stronger
backgrounds in the subject matter (Hallinan, 1987). Third, many teachers perceive that
some o f the “bright kids” in the lower levels are lazy and do not want to work so the
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teachers will not recommend them for a higher level class (Finley, 1984). A fourth reason
for the absence o f “track movement” is that counselors do not have the time to reevaluate
records and placements, so students do not get moved unless they make the effort (Oakes,
Hare, Ramsey, & Schoeflf, 1990). Finally, teachers and counselors perceive that many
students are content with their current placements; students do not want to move to a
more challenging level for fear o f the effect on the grade point averages and possible
college admissions (Oakes and Guiton, 1995; Selvin, Oakes, Hare, Ramsey, & Schoeflf,
1990).
In spite o f these reasons, research has shown that the opportunity for track
movement is essential for an effective placement system. The following recommendations
have been made to encourage movements: First, the remedial track curriculum must be
accelerated and contain more rigorous, academic content in the ninth and tenth grades
(DuFour, 1995). Second, these low level classes must not serve as a “four year holding
pen for the least capable students” (DuFour, 1995, p. 33). Instead, they should be used to
help students develop needed skills so that they may be integrated with their peers in the
higher level track. Finally, if a student “flounders,” move the student immediately so that
remediation may begin quickly and the student may be returned to the class with the
needed skills (Kelly, 1969).
Studies suggest that there can be benefits to tracking students by their ability
levels. Some students learn more effectively when placed with peers o f the same academic
needs and capabilities; brighter students are not held back by those who need more help
with instruction and the slower students do not feel frustrated by having to compete with
their ‘brighter” peers (Segro, 1995). However, these gains can only take place if students
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are properly placed. Therefore, it is the job o f the school faculty to establish fair,
accurate, and consistent guidelines and then adhere to these guidelines as they engage in
the activity o f placing students in homogeneous English classes.

CHAPTER III
PROCEDURE
Subjects
The subjects for this study were seventh through twelfth grade English teachers in
four suburban school districts. The researcher used a non-probability sample.
Setting
School. The school systems under study consisted o f sixteen elementary schools,
five junior high schools, and four four-year comprehensive high schools. The average
student population for each district ranged from approximately 2600 to 5800 students
while the high schools served between 800 and 1800 students. White students comprised
91.7% o f the district school populations which mirrored the racial demographics o f the
communities. In all o f the districts, students were currently required to earn three credits
o f English, although that number will soon increase to four as a result o f Ohio Senate Bill
55. All districts were accredited by the North Central Association o f Colleges and Schools
and reported that their students scored above state and national averages on proficiency,
ACT, and SAT tests.
Community. The communities in which the school districts were located contained
a primarily white population with middle to upper socio-economic status. Each district
served between 12,900 and 23,000 people. The communities were located near two major
interstates and an airport. There were several industrial employers in the area as well as
professional businesses. Members o f the communities tended to display an interest in the
school systems and the activities in which they engaged.
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Data Collection
Construction o f the Data Collecting Instrument. For this descriptive study, a
forced-choice Likert-type questionnaire (Isaac and Michael, 1995) with the five choice
scale strongly agree, agree, undecided, disagree, and strongly disagree was used (see
Appendix A). It contained a total o f 25 questions. Five demographic questions were used
to determine items such as grade level taught, years o f experience, and teacher educational
background. The remaining twenty questions focused on gathering information about
student placement techniques and teacher attitudes. These questions were formed from
the literature that was reviewed in Chapter II and focused on the themes prevalent in the
literature: factors affecting student placement, criteria used in determining student
placement, and who determines student placement. The researcher used the questionnaire
to answer the following research questions: 1. Do districts set forth well-defined criteria
for determining student placement? 2. Are teachers confident in their recommendations
o f student placements? 3. What are the criteria relied upon for determining student
placement? and 4. Who should determine where students are placed in “tracked” classes?
The instrument was field tested by six colleagues outside o f the subjects who were actually
surveyed.
Administration o f the Data Collecting Instrument. The questionnaire, along with a
brief cover letter (see Appendices B and C), was distributed in several ways. For subjects
in the same building as the researcher, the researcher placed the instrument in their
mailboxes. Subjects were asked to return the completed questionnaires to the researcher’s
mailbox. For subjects in other buildings within the researcher’s district, the questionnaire
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was sent to them individually through inter-school mail. Subjects were asked to return the
completed questionnaires to the researcher through inter-school mail. For subjects outside
the district, the researcher delivered the questionnaires to the school and asked the
subjects to return completed questionnaires in the provided stamped envelope. Teachers
were sent notices the week after the questionnaires were distributed reminding them to
complete and return the surveys. The researcher distributed ninety questionnaires. A total
o f seventy-five were returned for a return rate o f 83.3 percent.

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
The results from the survey distributed to the English teachers within the four
districts have been organized into three sections: general teacher attitudes toward ability
grouping, criteria by which students should be placed into groups, and individuals who
should place students into grouped classes. These sections are designed to answer the
research questions regarding these themes as posed in Chapter I.

General Teacher Attitudes Toward Ability Grouping
Approximately seventy teachers responded to the survey questions pertaining to
general teacher attitudes toward ability group placement. To determine overall teacher
opinions about homogeneous class grouping, respondents were asked to rate the following
survey statement: “Homogeneous ability grouping is an effective method for teaching
English.” Fifty-six percent o f the respondents agreed with the statement, twenty percent
were undecided, and twenty-four percent disagreed. In addition to the responses on the
questionnaire, the researcher received several written notes from respondents expressing
very strong opinions either in favor o f or against homogeneous grouping in English
classes. One teacher wrote, “Heterogeneous grouping is the only fair way to teach” while
another respondent wrote, “In heterogeneous classes, everyone loses!” These responses
indicate that many teachers do have definite (and strong) opinions about the practice o f
ability grouping, but not all teachers share the same opinion.
After determining an opinion about grouping in general, two statements were
posed to gather information about placement criteria and placement confidence.
Statement number six, “My district has well-defined criteria for student placement,” was
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intended to determine whether or not respondents perceived their districts as having well
defined criteria for student placement. Forty-six percent indicated they felt their districts
had well defined criteria while forty-seven percent indicated a lack o f definition. The fact
that teachers were almost equally split on their opinions on this matter indicates that
districts may need to revise or clarify their guidelines for student placement so that all
teachers feel confident in a district’s expectations. Novice teachers and twenty-year
veteran teachers demonstrated definite opinions on this question as none o f them marked
the “undecided” category for their choices. Teachers with eleven to fifteen years
experience tended to avoid strong opinions: none o f these respondents marked the
“strongly agree” or “strongly disagree” categories. Furthermore, this experience group
had the highest percentage o f “undecided” tallies. The reason for this result is unclear;
perhaps this is the result o f a change in a personal philosophy that evolves after several
years o f experience. Years o f teaching experience did not reliably indicate the specific
opinions o f teachers; although opinions are strong for novice and experienced teachers,
they are not necessarily the same. For example, in the group o f teachers with more than
twenty years experience, forty-seven percent reported their districts had well-defined
criteria, while fifty-three percent reported a lack o f definition. This split was mirrored in
the zero to five and sixteen to twenty year experience groups (see Figures 1 and 2).
Furthermore, educational level attained as well as grade level taught proved to be
invalid predictors o f opinions. For respondents with a bachelor’s degree, the responses
were evenly divided among the five scale choices: strongly agree, agree, undecided,
disagree, and strongly disagree. This may indicate a trend that those teachers who have
taken fewer classes at the university level may not have as much knowledge about student
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Figure 1
Districts Have Well-Defined Criteria for
Student Placement into Homogeneous
Classes

Figure 2
Districts Have Well-Defined Criteria for
Student Placement into Homogeneous
Classes
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placement guidelines or whom to contact within their districts to find this information.
The remaining higher educational level groups seemed to be divided almost evenly
between agreement and disagreement categories. The bachelor’s degree plus 150 group
did not express strong feelings which may again indicate that their personal philosophies
are still developing and changing in this area. The master’s and master’s plus fifteen
groups indicated definite opinions on this subject as no one in either group marked
undecided for this survey question (see Figure 2).
A similar division between agree and disagree answers occurred among the
teachers when arranged by the grade level they taught. Forty-eight percent o f the junior
high teachers felt guidelines for student placement were well established while forty-four
percent disagreed. The forty-eight percent o f disagree responses at this level is
disturbingly high because research indicates recommendations by junior high teachers
usually impact the rest o f a student’s academic career. At the high school level, fortyfour percent agreed there were well-defined guidelines while forty-nine percent felt
guidelines were lacking. It appears that guidelines are even less evident at the high school
level than at the junior high. This may impact students’ abilities to move within the
various tracks. If teachers do not have guidelines to direct them, they will probably be less
likely to recommend the appropriate and proper movement o f students even if these
students seem to be incorrectly placed.
A third statement regarding general attitude toward grouping placement, “I feel
confidence in my recommendations for placement o f students,” asked teachers to evaluate
the placements they made o f students. Eighty-five percent o f the teachers indicated that
they felt confident in their personal placement recommendations. In fact, only four and a
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half percent o f the sample reported a lack o f confidence in their placements (see Figures 3
and 4). This is an interesting finding considering that almost half o f these same
respondents felt that a district definition o f placement criteria was lacking. The data cause
one to wonder how teachers know whether students have been accurately placed if there
is no well-defined guide for the process. Perhaps this finding indicates that there is a lack
o f district-wide coordination regarding the guidelines for student placement and that each
teacher sets his or her own guidelines and expectations. Not surprisingly, twenty year
veterans felt the most comfortable with the placement process while novice teachers were
more likely to feel uncertain about their recommendations (see Figures 3 and 4). Perhaps
veteran teachers learn their district’s informal placement systems over their years of
experience and thus feel they can accurately place students in spite o f the lack o f formal
guidelines. Whatever the case, many o f these veteran teachers will soon be retiring from
the district resulting in an influx o f less experienced teachers. These novice teachers may
need more formally defined criteria until they are able to learn the system as the more
experienced teachers have already done.
Criteria by Which Students Should be Placed
For questions regarding the criteria used to guide or establish student placements,
approximately seventy-three subjects responded. The researcher began by questioning
subjects about the relevance o f the four most commonly used criteria for student
placements: standardized test scores, academic performance, demonstrated skills and
proficiencies, and IQ test scores (see Figures 5,6,7, and 8).
Teachers were first asked to give their opinions about the importance of
standardized test scores in the placement process (question nine).

Thirty six percent o f
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Figure 3
Teachers' Confidence in Their
Placements of Students into
Homogeneous Classes

Figure 4
Teachers' Confidence in Their
Placements of Students into
Homogeneous Classes
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Figure 5
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the respondents agreed that these scores were important, forty-one percent disagreed, and
twenty-three percent were undecided. The responses to this question demonstrate a
prevalent problem with many criteria that are currently being used as guidelines for
placements: a large percentage o f those involved in the decision making process are either
undecided whether or not the established criteria is relevant or feel strongly that it is n o t.
Therefore, districts need to determine how these test scores can be used effectively in the
placement process instead o f as an arbitrary measuring device. Although standardized
scores alone may not be a valid guideline for placements, they may be useful when used in
combination with other criteria.
Next, teachers were asked if students should be placed according to their academic
performance (question ten). Sixty-five percent said yes, twenty-eight percent said no, and
seven percent were undecided. The finding indicates that most teachers do feel students’
success in the classroom should influence their placements more than a standardized test
score should. It also demonstrates teachers’ beliefs that student effort and work ethic
should be taken into account when determining placement.
The third question asked teachers if students should be placed according to their
demonstrated skills and proficiencies (question 15). Eighty-three percent said yes, ten
percent said no, and seven percent were undecided. This was the criterion that a
significant majority of teachers felt was relevant to determining placements. Academic
performance and demonstrated skill and proficiency levels often coexist for many students
so it is not surprising that these two criteria both were supported by a majority o f the
respondents in this study. These responses also show that teachers believe placement
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should be based on a criterion that is relevant to the course itself, not merely an overall
ability or norm-referenced test score.
Finally, participants expressed their opinions on the following statement: “IQ tests
are reliable criteria upon which to base student placement” (question seventeen).
Seventeen percent agreed, sixty-two percent disagreed, and twenty-one percent were
undecided. O f the four most common criteria, IQ test scores were the only ones that the
majority o f teachers found unreliable for determining student placements. However,
researchers have indicated that IQ test scores are often used as indicators o f student ability
and, therefore, for placements into “tracked” classes. The data collected in this study
indicate that this is one criterion (IQ test scores) whose relevance and reliability may need
to be reevaluated by districts before being used as a significant guideline for placements.
The researcher also questioned participants about the impact o f student
misbehavior on placement and the use o f consistent criteria for placement o f all students
(see Figures 9 and 10). Question number eighteen asked teachers if they thought student
misbehavior impacted student placement. Sixty-seven percent felt misbehavior did impact
placement regardless o f IQ scores, standardized test scores, or academic performance
while twenty-one percent felt it did not. If the responses regarding misbehavior are
accurate, then it is possible or even probable that there are many students who are
currently misplaced. Frequent evaluation o f students’ skills and proficiencies that relate to
the class would help identify these students and hopefully help to move them into their
proper placement level and perhaps help to eliminate some o f the misbehavior problems.
Finally, the researcher asked if teachers felt criteria should be used consistently for
all student placement decisions (question sixteen). Seventy-nine percent said yes, ten
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Figure 10
Percentage of Teachers Who Believe
Established Placement Criteria Should
be Used Consistently for All Students
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percent said no, and eleven percent were undecided. In spite o f the high number o f yes
responses to the questions, many teachers commented that there are always exceptions to
this consistency and that education needs to be flexible in order to best benefit the
students. Teachers are aware that education is a people business and that guidelines are
designed to give direction, not to set inviolable laws.
Individuals Who Should Place Students into Ability Grouped Classes
Finally, participants were asked four questions regarding who they felt would be
best qualified to determine students’ placements in homogeneously grouped classes (see
Figures 11, 12, 13, and 14). Survey statement number thirteen read, “Parents should be
the strongest influence on the placement o f students.” O f the seventy-three respondents,
eighty-nine percent disagreed with this statement and only one percent was undecided.
Teachers felt very strongly that parents should not be the leading influence in determining
placements. In spite o f teachers’ opinions on this subject, researchers have shown that
parents often are the deciding factor when determining student placements. In addition,
teachers assert that they want parental involvement and support; yet, this is one important
and future-determining area where the data indicates teachers seem to want parents to
limit their involvement.
Participants were next asked their opinions about the students’ role in the
placement process. Statement number twenty read, “Students should have the greatest
amount o f input regarding their placements.” Fifty-three percent disagreed with the
statement; seventeen percent agreed. In this instance, the number o f undecided tallies
outweighed the agreement totals. Twenty-one percent o f the teachers were unsure about
the amount o f importance that should be placed on the students’ input and how much
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Percentage of Teachers Who Believe Placement
Specialists or Counselors Should Determine
Student Placements
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students should be able to control their own educations. As stated by several researchers,
students often rely on peer pressure and parental pressure to make their decisions and
these are not always in the students’ best interests. The uncertainty expressed by the
respondents about this issue may indicate a belief that student opinions about their
placements are important to teachers and must be considered, but these opinions may not
be the only factors that must be considered in the decision-making process.
Teachers were next asked whether school counselors or specialists should
determine placements. Fifty-three percent o f the teachers indicated counselors and
specialists should not fill this role. Again, there was a significant group, twenty-one
percent, that felt undecided on this matter while twenty-six percent felt counselors and
specialists should guide placements. Researchers have indicated that most counselors do
not have time to get acquainted with each student and may not know the capabilities,
goals, or limitations each student has. The results gathered from this question may reflect
the concern o f teachers about expecting people who are not familiar with students and
their needs determine the path of their academic careers. Teachers are usually more
knowledgeable than counselors about the student as an individual and may therefore be in
a better positions to make recommendations regarding the placement o f students.
Finally, respondents expressed their opinions on the following statement:
“Teachers are in the best position to determine student placements.” Seventy-eight
percent agreed. This was the only question where the majority o f respondents felt the
people mentioned would be best qualified to make accurate placement decisions. This
category also had the greatest percentage o f “strongly agree” responses with a total o f
fifteen percent. These data indicate that teachers feel o f the people able to make
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placement decisions, they are the most logical choice. However, nearly half o f this same
group o f respondents indicated on a previous question that the criteria upon which to base
these placements was not well defined. The data once again raise questions about the
need for guidelines for student placements, for without these guides, it is impossible to
determine who would be in the best position to evaluate students and to make these
assignment decisions.

CHAPTER V
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The purpose o f this study was to analyze the factors teachers employ when
assigning high school English students into homogeneous classes. The researcher
attempted to determine the answers to the following questions: Do districts set forth well
defined criteria for assigning student placement? Are teachers confident in their
recommendations o f student placements? What are the criteria relied upon for
determining student placement? Who should determine where students are placed in
“tracked” classes?
To answer these questions, the researcher developed and distributed a twenty-five
question Likert-type questionnaire. The instrument surveyed the opinions o f junior high
school and high school English teachers in four suburban school districts about general
attitudes toward ability grouping, the criteria by which students should be placed, and the
individuals who should place students into homogeneous classes. A total o f seventy-five
teachers responded to this survey, and this data was used to draw several conclusions.
First, a slight majority o f respondents believed homogeneous grouping is an
effective method to use for teaching English. However, almost half o f the teachers
surveyed indicated that their districts do not have well-defined criteria for assigning
student placements. In spite o f this, more than ninety-five percent o f teachers reported
they felt confident with their own placements o f students. Veteran teachers expressed
more confidence in their placements than novice teachers, suggesting that confidence may
develop with experience.
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When asked about the criteria that teachers felt were relevant for determining
student placement, teachers indicated that the most relevant criteria were the skills and
proficiencies demonstrated by the student. The second relevant criterion was a student’s
academic performance. Teachers felt that standardized test scores were not necessarily an
accurate indicator for determining student placement, and the majority o f the respondents
believed that IQ test scores were the least relevant and reliable criteria to use when placing
students, even though the research asserts that these scores are often heavily relied upon
Respondents also indicated that the misbehavior o f students may impact their placements
regardless of their test scores, grades, or academic performance in class.
Overall, teachers believed that the criteria for placements should be used
consistently. However, many noted that educators must remain flexible and realize that
there will be cases where exceptions must by made in order to best serve the interests o f a
student.
Finally, teachers were asked who they felt was best qualified to make student
placement decisions for homogeneous grouping. They felt very strongly that parents
should not be the overriding voice when making placement decisions, even though
teachers often desire parental involvement in the education process. Although a slight
majority o f teachers felt students themselves should not have the greatest amount o f input
regarding their placements, a large percentage were undecided on this matter which may
indicate that students’ opinions do matter, but may not be the deciding factor in the final
placement. When asked about the counselor’s role in making assignments, teachers were
almost evenly split on their opinions with half o f the respondents saying that counselors
should be guiding students into “appropriate” levels and half o f the respondents saying
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they should not. However, the majority of respondents indicated that teachers were in the
best position to make accurate and appropriate placements, even though they also
indicated the districts lacked criteria to guide these important and influential decisions.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Because half of the teachers participating in this study reported that their districts
did not have well-defined criteria, the districts must determine guidelines for directing
student placement and make these available to those who must perform this task. These
guidelines will help teachers gain confidence in their placements and be consistent in their
decisions across the department and the district. Established criteria must be used
consistently to ensure all students an equal and fair opportunity for success.
Benjamin Bloom asserts “that when teachers identify the essential skills that
represent prerequisites for success in a particular course, develop valid measures to
determine if students have those essential skills, and concentrate initial instruction on those
areas in which students are deficient, they produced dramatically significant gains in
student achievement” (as quoted in DuFour and Schwartz, 1990, p. 91). Therefore, the
criteria used to determine student placement should be relevant to course content. Instead
o f using norm-referenced tests, placements should be made based on criterion-referenced
tests. This recommendation is supported by the research gathered from survey participants
who agreed that norm-referenced tests are not always an accurate source upon which to
base placements. Teachers should be making recommendations based on whether or not
students have the skills needed to be successful in a specific class (p. 92). The
respondents o f this study indicated similar beliefs about criteria used for evaluation; they
asserted the demonstrated skills and proficiencies o f students were the most relevant

44

criteria to use when placing students in homogeneous classes. An added benefit o f using
this method is that the criterion-referenced tests will allow all teachers to know what
material is being taught at the various grade and course levels thus helping to create a
unified curriculum scope and sequence throughout the district. Norm-referenced and IQ
tests may be helpful in providing additional information about students, but they should
not be the sole basis for placement decisions.
Districts should also set high expectations and standards for all levels o f English
classes whether they are labeled as general or advanced placement (Segro, 1995).
Furthermore, students should be evaluated often “so they can be regrouped as their needs,
interests, and abilities change” (Segro, 1995, p. 23). Having criterion-referenced
guidelines should help teachers know when a student’s movement would be beneficial.
The question o f who should determine placement is one that needs to be further
researched. Because many districts do not have specific guidelines to follow for
placement decisions, there is no way to know who would be best suited to make this
decision. If the criterion is simply student aspirations for the future, perhaps students
would be the in the best position to determine placements. If the criteria guidelines are
based on the demonstrated skills and proficiencies o f the student, perhaps teachers would
be best qualified. Although teachers participating in this study felt they were the best
qualified to make placement decisions, most agreed that input from parents and especially
from students themselves must not be completely disregarded. Using input from a
combination o f people may be the most beneficial way to determine placements, but
districts should establish guidelines regarding their policies concerning this matter so that
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all involved are aware o f the process and how to challenge decisions if they feel they are
inaccurate.
In conclusion, there are no easy answers to the questions surrounding accurate and
fair student placement. More research needs to be done regarding how districts could best
establish consistent guidelines for placement and who should be placing students
according to these guidelines. Finally, educators must remember that an excellent school
must not only identify winners, but it must also create them (DuFour, 1995). Student
placements should be an avenue to attain this goal, not limit those who are not defined by
the district as gifted or honors students.
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APPENDIX A
SURVEY OF TEACHERS’ OPINIONS ABOUT ABILITY GROUPING AND STUDENT PLACEMENT
Questionnaire
Please answer questions 1-5 by placing a check mark beside the most appropriate answer.
1.

How many years have you been teaching?
____ 5 years or fewer
____ 6-10 years
____ 11-15 years
____16-20 years
____more than 20 years

2.

Which of the following levels are you currently teaching?
____Junior High School (grades 7-8)
____ High School (grades 9-12)

3.

Which of the following would most accurately describe your current educational level?
____ Bachelor’s Degree
____ Bachelor’s Degree + 150
____ Master’s Degree (or Bachelor’s Degree + 30)
____ Master’s Degree + 15
____Master’s Degree + 30

4.

Are you currently teaching in a school that uses ability grouped English classes?
___ Yes
____No

5.

Are you currently in a position where you are asked to recommend student placement for ability
grouped English classes?
____Yes
No

For the following statements, please circle the answer that best expresses your opinion: SA = strongly
agree, A = agree, U = undecided, D = disagree, and SD = strongly disagree.
6.

7.

8.

9.

My district has well defined criteria for student placement.
SA
A
U
D

SD

I feel confident in my recommendations for placement of students.
SA
A
U
D

SD

Student movement between ability levels is frequent.
SA
A
U

D

SD

Standardized test scores are an important instrument in the placement process.
SA
A
U
D
SD

10. Students should be placed according to their academic performance.
SA
A
U
D
11. Student placement should be reevaluated at least once a year.

SD

50

SA

A

U

D

SD

12. Expectations are high for all students in all levels of English classes at my school.
SA
A
U
D
SD

13. Parents should be the strongest influence on the placement of students.
SA
A
U
D

SD

14. Remedial classes should be temporary assignments designed to help students acquire the necessary
skills to reenter high level classes.
SA
A
U
D
SD
15. Student placement should be determined by a student’s demonstrated skill/proficiency level.
SA
A
U
D
SD
16. Established placement criteria should be used consistently for all students.
SA
A
U
D
SD
17. IQ tests are reliable criteria upon which to base student placement.
SA
A
U
D

SD

18. Student misbehavior impacts placement.
SA
A
U

SD

D

19. Homogeneous ability grouping is an effective method for teaching English.
SA
A
U
D
SD
20. Students should have the greatest amount of input regarding their placements.
SA
A
U
D
SD
21. There should be a limited number of students accepted into honors classes.
SA
A
U
D
SD
22. Teachers are in the best position to determine student placements.
SA
A
U
D

SD

23. Districts should hire a specialist to determine student placements.
SA
A
U
D

SD

24. Counselors should steer students away from upper level classes if the counselor feels the students’
goals exceed their reach.
SA
A
U
D
SD
25. Student ability level is fixed by the time students reach high school.
SA
A
U
D

SD
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APPENDIX B
COVER LETTER FOR QUESTIONNAIRE FOR TEACHERS’ WITHIN
RESEARCHER’S DISTRICT
28 Parkwood Drive
Tipp City, Ohio 45371
Dear Colleague:
I am currently working on my thesis at the University o f Dayton. I am doing a descriptive
study on the methods teachers employ when placing students in homogeneously grouped
English classes. As part o f my study, I am surveying the English teachers in the junior
high and high school buildings about their experiences with placing students. Your time
and assistance would be greatly appreciated.
Enclosed you will find a 25 question survey regarding student placement. This should
only take approximately 5 minutes to complete. Once you have finished with the survey,
please return it to me by placing it in my mail box at the high school or sending it to me
through inter-school mail by May 15,1998. Please do not include your name on the
survey.
If you have any other input you would like to contribute, please feel free to include it on a
separate sheet o f paper. You do not need to sign your name unless you so desire. Once
my study is complete, I would be happy to share my findings with any o f you who have an
interest.
Thank you for your time and help in my endeavor.

Sincerely,

Amy K.Hackenberger, Butler High School

52

APPENDIX C
COVER LETTER FOR QUESTIONNAIRE FOR TEACHERS OUTSIDE
RESEARCHER’S DISTRICT
28 Parkwood Drive
Tipp City, Ohio 45371

Dear Colleague:
I am currently working on my thesis at the University o f Dayton. I am doing a descriptive
study on the methods teachers employ when placing students in homogeneously grouped
English classes. As part o f my study, I am surveying the English teachers in the junior
high and high school buildings about their experiences with placing students. Your time
and assistance would be greatly appreciated.
Enclosed you will find a 25 question survey regarding student placement. This should
only take approximately 5 minutes to complete. Once you have finished with the survey,
please place it in the enclosed self-addressed stamped envelope and mail it to me by May
26,1998. Please do not include your name on the survey.
If you have any other input you would like to contribute, please feel free to include it on a
separate sheet o f paper. You do not need to sign your name unless you so desire. Once
my study is complete, I would be happy to share my findings with any o f you who have an
interest.
Thank you for your time and help in my endeavor.

Sincerely,

Amy K.Hackenberger, Butler High School

